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“Exploring the
Composition of
the Pentateuch”
Project and Book
by Roy E. Gane

Daniel I. Block, professor
emeritus at Wheaton College,
presenting his paper at the 2016
“Exploring the Composition of
the Pentateuch” conference

Research

ANDREWS UNIVERSITY DOCTORAL
students initiated a project that
has resulted in an important book:
“Exploring the Composition of the
Pentateuch,” edited by L.S. Baker Jr.,
Kenneth Bergland, Felipe A. Masotti
and A. Rahel Wells, published in
2020 by Eisenbrauns as volume 27
of the Bulletin for Biblical Research
Supplement series.
The idea for the project began with
a conversation between Roy Gane
(Seventh-day Adventist Theological
Seminary) and two PhD students—
Kenneth Bergland from Norway and
Felipe Masotti from Brazil—during
a break in Gane’s Ugaritic language
course in the summer of 2014.
Bergland recalls the realization
that phenomena taken by scholars
as signs of compositional layers in

pentateuchal texts are also found in
other Ancient Near Eastern (including Ugaritic) texts. This observation
led to discussion regarding the
possibility of opening a venue at
Andrews University to pursue the
composition of the Pentateuch (the
five “books of Moses”).

In recent centuries,
scholars came to
reject basic Mosaic
authorship of the
Pentateuch and
developed alternative
reconstructions
of its origin.
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Conference papers
addressed the history
of scholarship and
alternative approaches
concerning the
composition of the
Pentateuch and exegesis
of particular texts
relevant to this topic.
Left: A panel discussion at the 2016 “Exploring
the Composition of the Pentateuch” conference
Below: Participants in the 2018 “Exploring the
Composition of the Pentateuch” conference

The Pentateuch or Torah, “Instruction,” is the foundation of the Bible. The
special authoritative function of the
Torah in Jewish and Christian religion is
due to the divine role in its authorship,
including revelations conveyed through
Moses. In recent centuries, however,
scholars came to reject basic Mosaic
authorship of the Pentateuch and developed alternative reconstructions of its
origin. The dominant reconstructions
have been forms of the Documentary
Hypothesis, according to which the Pentateuch was authored by anonymous
sources later than Moses, who is rejected as a historical figure. This seriously
undermines the divine authority of the
Torah. Nevertheless, recent research
has introduced other approaches with
additional data and fresh analyses.
In the fall of 2014, Bergland and
Masotti started “The Torah Group,”
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a forum for paper presentations and
discussion led by doctoral students and
Rahel Wells, associate professor in the
Department of Religion & Biblical Languages. Specialties represented among
members of the group included biblical
studies, linguistics and archaeology.
Some members in distant locations
participated through Skype.
From “The Torah Group” came the
idea of organizing a conference on
“Exploring the Composition of the
Pentateuch,” which was held April 3–5,
2016, at Andrews University. Organizers
of this event included Bergland (chair),
Masotti, Wells, Baker, Sarah Burton and
Constance Gane. Participants in the
conference were scholars (including
some PhD students) from several religious affiliations (Protestant, Catholic,
Jewish) and five continents (see photo
of panel discussion). Conference papers

addressed the history of scholarship
and alternative approaches concerning
the composition of the Pentateuch and
exegesis of particular texts relevant to
this topic. The current book, “Exploring
the Composition of the Pentateuch,”
consists of edited and expanded papers
from this conference.
The “Exploring the Composition of the
Pentateuch” project is ongoing, thanks to
continuing interest and also to generous financial support from Ed Zinke,
the Horn Archaeological Museum, the
Seventh-day Adventist Theological Seminary, the North American Division of
Seventh-day Adventists, and the Andrews
University School of Graduate Studies. A
second conference was held at Andrews
University on March 25–27, 2018 (see
photo), from which a second volume is
to be published. A third conference is
scheduled for Oct. 3–5, 2021.

Roy Gane is professor of Hebrew Bible and
Ancient Near Eastern languages at the Seventhday Adventist Theological Seminary.

